How Arms Sales Distort US Foreign Policy
Exclusive: Money may not be the root of all evil but it surely contributes to
horrible war crimes when lucrative arms sales distort U.S. foreign policy and
cause selective outrage over human rights atrocities, writes Jonathan Marshall.
By Jonathan Marshall
Forget oil. In the Middle East, the profits and jobs reaped from tens of
billions of dollars in arms sales are becoming the key drivers of U.S. and
British policy. Oil still matters, of course. So do geopolitical interests,
including military bases, and powerful political lobbies funded by Israel, Saudi
Arabia, and the other Gulf states.
But you can’t explain Washington’s deference to Saudi Arabia, despite its
criminal war in Yemen and its admitted support for Islamist extremism, without
acknowledging the political pull generated by more than $115 billion in U.S.
military deals with Saudi Arabia authorized since President Obama took office.
As arms sales expert William Hartung observed earlier this year, “U.S. arms
deliveries to Saudi Arabia have increased by 96% compared to the Bush years. . .
In 2014 alone more than 2,500 Saudi military personnel received training in the
United States.”
These deals have generated huge new business opportunities for politically
powerful U.S. contractors such as Lockheed Martin, General Dynamics, Boeing, and
Raytheon. Neither the White House nor Congress will let mere war crimes stand in
the way of continued sales that fund thousands of jobs.
The Pentagon approved its latest $1.2 billion deal, including more than 130
Abrams tanks (produced by General Dynamics), in early August, just as Saudi
Arabia resumed

airstrikes on the ancient Yemeni capital of Sanaa, killing nine

civilians at a potato chip factory.
A spokesperson for Human Rights Watch said at the time, “The Saudi-led
coalition’s campaign in Yemen has been devastating for civilians (and) the U.S.
should be suspending arms sales to Saudi Arabia, not approving more.”
On Sept. 22, 71 members of the U.S. Senate rejected that advice and approved the
deal, even as another Saudi-led air strike killed at least 26 civilians and
wounded 60 more in a residential neighborhood of the port city of Hodeidah. A
few days later the coalition killed another 10 civilians in the provincial
capital city of Ibb.
The Guardian reports that “more than one-third of all Saudi-led air raids on

Yemen have hit civilian sites” — a figure that strongly suggests such targeting
is a matter of policy, not mere bad luck. These attacks are fomenting rising
support for Al Qaeda and other extremists in Yemen, subverting Western security
interests.
Yet U.S. Ambassador to the United Nations Samantha Power, who rips Moscow and
Damascus for “barbarism” and “laying waste to what is left of an iconic Middle
Eastern city,” is strangely silent when the target is Sanaa rather than Aleppo,
and the perpetrator is Riyadh rather than Assad.
Great Britain Fuels the Fires
The same is true of the U.K. ambassador to the UN, who accused the Syrian
government of a “sick bloodlust against its people,” while his own government
blocked a European Union investigation of war crimes in Yemen.
One reason may be that Great Britain has sold almost $3 billion worth of arms to
Saudi Arabia since it intervened in Yemen’s civil war a year and a half ago.
Those sales provide plenty of reason to duck accountability.
A hard-hitting British parliamentary report this month concluded that British
weapons — including notoriously indiscriminate cluster munitions — have almost
certainly contributed to attacks by the Saudi coalition on targets such as
“camps for internally displaced persons and refugees; civilian gatherings,
including weddings; civilian vehicles, including buses; civilian residential
areas; medical facilities; schools; mosques; markets, factories and food storage
warehouses.”
The report called on the British government to stop ignoring blatant evidence of
Saudi war crimes and suspend arms sales pending “an independent, United-Nationsled inquiry” into violations of international law.
“[Her Majesty’s] Government has obligations under the Arms Trade Treaty, as well
as European and domestic law, to ensure there is no risk that arms it has
licensed might be used in contravention of international humanitarian law,” the
report declared.
“Saudi Arabia is one of our closest allies. However, the weight of evidence of
violations of IHL (international humanitarian law) by the Saudi-led coalition in
Yemen is now so great that it is very difficult to continue to support Saudi
Arabia while maintaining the credibility of our arms licensing regime.”
The BAE Bribery Scandal
The link between British foreign policy and arms sales was conclusively

established during a multi-year investigation of suspected bribes and kickbacks
by arms giant BAE Systems, related primarily to its $80 billion Al Yamamah
(“Dove”) arms deal, initially signed in 1985 by the Thatcher government, to sell
fighter planes to Saudi Arabia. In 2010, BAE pleaded guilty to two criminal
charges and agreed to pay nearly $450 million in penalties.
In 2006, British Prime Minister Tony Blair ordered a halt to his government’s
investigation of BAE’s alleged corrupt practices, including payments to Saudi
Prince Bandar bin Sultan, former ambassador to the United States and a close
confidant of the Bush family.
Bandar was not charged in the BAE case, and denied doing anything improper, but
his suspicious receipt of $17 million in an account at Riggs Bank in Washington
D.C. — ostensibly for “home improvement” — triggered the start of a bribery
investigation of BAE.
(Riggs Bank had previously been identified as the source of funds sent from
Bandar’s wife to two of the 9/11 hijackers. The recently declassified pages of
the 9/11 commission report revealed indirect ties between Bandar and a senior Al
Qaeda operative — a finding that former Sen. Bob Graham called “one of the most
stunning parts of the investigation.”)
In 2008, a federal judge froze Bandar’s U.S. assets after a small Michigan
pension fund with holdings in BAE sued its directors for allegedly letting the
company pay $2 billion in bribes to Bandar.
According to the London Sunday Times, Bandar was instrumental in stopping an
investigation by Britain’s Serious Fraud Office of BAE’s dealings with Saudi
Arabia. The prince reportedly went to Prime Minister Blair in 2006 to say, “Get
it stopped.” He allegedly warned the fighter plane contract would be terminated
and “intelligence and diplomatic relations would be pulled.”
Following a spate of media revelations, Blair defended his decision to shut down
the investigation of BAE on national security grounds.
“This investigation, if it had it gone ahead, would have involved the most
serious allegations in investigations being made into the Saudi royal family,”
he said. “Quite apart from the fact that we would have lost thousands, thousands
of British jobs.” (A U.S. investigation continued, leading to the company’s
eventual guilty plea.)
Blair has continued his cozy relations with Riyadh over the years. In 2008, as
Special Envoy to the Middle East, he “lavished praise” on Saudi Arabia’s King
Abdullah, touting his many “reforms.” Just two years later, the former prime
minister signed a lucrative contract with a company owned by the son of King

Abdullah to promote Saudi oil sales in China. (In 2015, The Telegraph estimated
Blair’s fortune at £60 million, noting that “his financial affairs can appear as
complex and opaque as his global influence is remarkable.”)
Meanwhile, the Conservative government of David Cameron signed a $3 billion
electronic warfare equipment sale to Saudi Arabia in 2010 — with provisions to
siphon off tens of millions of dollars to the Cayman Islands for the benefit of
Saudi officials. The Ministry of Defense insisted that any investigation of
whistleblower complaints would “compromise” relations between the two countries.
Plus ça change . . .
Today’s wildly lucrative military market in the Middle East is reminiscent of
the arms bazaar of the 1970s, when Saudi Arabia, Iran and other OPEC countries
recycled billions of “petrodollars” by purchasing entire armories from the
United States and Great Britain (thus setting the stage for the eventual
emergence of radical Islamist critics like Osama bin Laden).
The parallels between then and now are sometimes eerie. In 1979, President Jimmy
Carter invoked his executive authority to approve the sale of nearly half a
billion dollars’ worth of arms to North Yemen without congressional review,
following that country’s clashes with South Yemen. That sale turned that small
and poor country into the third largest recipient of U.S. arms after Israel and
Saudi Arabia.
The administration claimed the sale was essential to restoring Saudi confidence
in U.S. foreign policy after the fall of the shah of Iran — just as President
Obama today keeps reassuring Riyadh of U.S. support following the nuclear deal
with Iran.
A few prescient observers questioned whether shoveling more arms into such
Middle East conflicts was really in America’s best interests. Said Rep. Les
Aspin, a Wisconsin Democrat and member of the House Armed Services Committee,
“Yemen is an unwise spot on which to stake our prestige. It is yet another case
where the United States … will be unable to exert much control over events with
sophisticated military gear. And yet the sale of such equipment sucks us into
the whirlpool and puts American prestige on the line. Selling such vast
quantities of advanced weapons is almost certainly not the best way of dealing
with the sort of tribal conflicts that have beset Yemen for years.”
Those words ring as true today as they did 37 years ago. But the name of the
game in Washington is money, not taming tribal conflicts. One of the most
compelling challenges of our time will be to find a way to take the money out of
war so we can refocus our national priorities on peace.
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A Process That Makes Democracy Look Bad
The circus-like U.S. political process, with a media that treasures trivia over
substance, is giving democracy a bad name in the world and making alternative
structures look good by comparison, says ex-CIA official Graham E. Fuller.
By Graham E. Fuller
The “Great Debates” between candidates Clinton and Trump encapsulate what is
wrong with the U.S. political process. There’s been little substance; it’s all
about personalities and sound-bytes and gotcha. Never mind the grand issues of
our time and how they should be addressed seriously and comprehensively — income
inequality, corporate control of media, corporate-dominated electoral funding,
global warming, long-term global refugee issues, jobs going overseas in perfect
conformity with capitalist principles, Wall Street corruption, race relations,
health care, etc.
None of these have easy — or palatable — answers and so the system reverts to
entertainment over substance. The Romans got it right way back — it’s all about
bread and circuses. We have only the trappings of democracy to pretend that the
people are actually deciding anything.
And it’s not new. Just read historical accounts of the savage political
campaigns going back to our Founding Fathers down to the vituperative language
of today. Sadly, this all may just reflect the human condition, locked in
eternal struggles for power since cave men. Might generally makes right; but
might today no longer flows from the cave-man’s club. Today it is control of the
media, the banks, the political establishment. There will always be a political
establishment defending its own.
Let’s not forget Winston Churchill’s famous quote that “democracy is the worst
form of government except all those other forms that have been tried from time
to time.” Corruption and incompetence may still be preferable to assassination

or revolution that produce leaders nobody ever voted for.
When I was doing research among Islamists in the Middle East in years past, I
was struck by one comment about why many Islamists have been coming around to
appreciation of some aspects of democracy. Islam has always placed great weight
on the religious obligation of the ruler to rule justly, to provide good
governance. But what if the ruler doesn’t? Many Islamists have observed that
democracy at least enables you to get rid of a ruler whom you don’t want, by due
process. That is no small advantage, even if the political wheels of democracy
grind slowly.
So what’s different about today, if anything? Two things jump out: money and
media.
“Money makes the world go round,” as the song from Cabaret reminds us, and it
certainly makes politics spin out of control. Is it not stunning to observe how,
without the least trace of irony, the U.S. campaign system treats solicitation
of bribes (“fund-raising”) as a legitimate and newsworthy part of electoral
competition? It’s basically about who can fetch the highest price in the
influence market.
Mark Twain, who got a lot of things right, commented that the U.S. “had the best
Congress money can buy.”
Not New, But Worse
Now, only the naive would believe that influence-peddling is something new in
the world. But to publicly champion the competition in which a candidate sells
him/herself is really rather incredible. Recipients of contributions may claim
they can remain independent-minded, but only a fool believes that when we
receive a significant sum of money from a donor we are not influenced by that
“gift.”
As for the media, of course it is not a public service. It is a line of
business, whose owners also seek to mold public perceptions. (How many people
are trying to kill off PBS?) Even the “paper of record,” The New York Times,
routinely demonstrates striking bias: suppression of political candidates or
voices who dare stray from mainstream establishment analysis. (How often do you
ever see the name of Noam Chomsky in The New York Times on any topic? Or find
balance in its reporting on Russia, Israel or China? Can we ignore the fact that
mainstream media is bought and owned by an alarmingly small circle of wealthy
who set general guidelines?
But what is really different these days is the pervasive reach of the media.
One-hundred-and-fifty years ago how many people ever heard the Lincoln-Douglas

debates? How many people ever read newspapers? What other sources of information
existed apart from the town-crier? Or a campaigner coming through town once-ina-lifetime on the back of a train in a whistle-stop campaign?
The transformation of politics into our modern infotainment is an invention of
U.S. political culture. And that invention is in the process of bringing the
U.S. down. Why? Because the issues that really matter are not discussed —
because they are complex, can’t be reduced to sound-bytes, and nobody dares
answer them honestly. Because image matters more than content.
And today this circus now occupies roughly half of any presidential term. U.S.
politics are now almost in perpetual election mode.
The circus atmosphere bids up extremist postures by candidates. Okay, candidates
might not really quite mean what they say on the campaign trail; they might not
really do what they claim they will (or will not) do. But the fact remains that
the level of discussion is coarsened and dumbed-down.
Incendiary sound-bytes linger in the political air long after they have been
uttered, infusing greater demagogy to the political process, especially in
Congress, for the rest of the political cycle. And the Establishment’s game play
on foreign policy — what even President Obama recently referred to as “the
Washington playbook” — is perpetuated.
Canadians complained when their last national election campaign was extended by
loser Prime Minister Stephen Harper to run for 11 weeks. And Canadian politics
are boring. Politics are not part of the entertainment scene. Maybe boring is
good. It suggests things are more or less working.
The U.S., with the most advanced mass culture and mass info-technology in the
world, has created this baleful system that is in the process of making the U.S.
ungovernable, its policies increasingly ineffective, its citizens angry, its
foreign policies incoherent.
But, as with many American firsts, has the U.S. now created a democratic model
that may come to be emulated in the rest of the world? Hints of it can now be
seen in Canada and the U.K., maybe on the Continent.
Looking at Alternatives
So what is the way out? Reform of the U.S. order would seem extremely difficult
given its entrenched nature backed by so many powerful special interests.
Yet as the U.S. democratic order becomes increasingly dysfunctional, we already
see revolts taking place. But revolts the world over historically often lead to

greater autocracy, dictatorship or even revolution from the left or right. We
know well the resulting horrors that can emerge from that. But people will
always demand stability, protection, fixes for problems that are ever more
complex to answer.
Wise men have, of course, grappled with this problem for centuries. The U.S.
Founding Fathers tended to believe that day-to-day democracy should be insulated
from the volatile passions of the people through more indirect government; the
“wiser heads” of the Senate were supposed to balance the popular impulses as
represented in the House. Presidents were elected “indirectly” through
ostensibly “wiser” electoral colleges. All those arrangements, for what they
were worth, broke down; such indirect elections are probably unachievable
today.
Now let’s look at the other end of the spectrum. It’s interesting that China
today is actually quietly touting to the rest of the world its own evolving
system. Of course, we recoil from the terrible catastrophes of Chinese regimes
over most of the past century. But we shouldn’t lose sight of the fact that
China has been concerned with principles of good governance going back some
3,000 years, including Confucian principles of the responsibility of
“cultivated” or educated people to govern wisely; that was probably as good as
it got in that era.
More important, the Chinese state bureaucracy was selected through massive
nation-wide examination systems to choose the most qualified. The system had its
good periods and bad, almost on a 300-year cyclical basis — breakdown and
restoration.
Facing Challenges
Today China is creeping back again, this time from the disasters of Chairman Mao
towards a semblance of order and rationality in governance. It has implemented a
series of often unusually effective policies that are slowly bringing an ever
rising percent of the rural and urban poor into the middle class and a slightly
freer life.
Now, I don’t want to live in China particularly. But consider the daunting
challenges of running this country: one that was left behind in the last century
or so, invaded by English and Japanese imperialists, massively misruled under
fanatic communists (not all were fanatic) for 50 years, and now presides over a
population approaching 1.4 billion people.
China’s leaders operate on the razor’s edge: meeting pent-up demand after
decades of deprivation, managing the transition of millions of peasants who want

to come to the cities, feeding and housing everyone, maintaining industrial
production while trying to reverse the terrible environmental damage wrought in
earlier decades, to maintain stability, law and order while managing discontent
that could turn violent, and to maintain the present ruling party in power to
which there is no reasonable alternative as yet. That’s quite a high-wire act.
So if you were running China today, what would you advocate as the best policies
and system to adopt?

Chances are few of us would simply urge huge new infusions

of democracy and rampant capitalism. The delicate balance of this frail
recovering system needs to be guided with care. But it is basically working — as
opposed to looming alternatives of chaos and poverty.
China today suggests to developing countries that China’s own model of
controlled cautious light authoritarian leadership — where leaders are groomed
over decades up through the ranks of the party —

may be a more reliable system

than, say, the bread and circuses of the U.S. That’s their view.
No one system has all the answers. But it’s worth observing that by now the U.S.
probably lies at one extreme of a political spectrum of bread-and-circus
“democracy.” Can the system be reformed? Ever more serious questions arise about
the present system’s ability to meet the challenge of this century — along
multiple lines of measurements.
And, as the world gets more complex, there is less room for radical
individualism, whistle-blowing, and dissent. Vital and complex infrastructural
networks grow ever more vulnerable that can bring a state down. The state moves
to protect itself. The strengthening of the state against the individual has
already shifted heavily since the Global War on Terror and even more so under
President Obama.
I’m not suggesting that China is the model to be emulated. But we better
note how it represents one rational vision of functioning governance of the
future — under difficult circumstances — at one end of the spectrum. The U.S.
lies at the other.
Is there anything that might lie somewhere between these two highly diverse
systems of governance? Just sayin’.
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